As you read this paper, we hope it becomes clear that relationships are
key to succeeding in all areas of life. Our brains are designed for
connection, and the need to feel safe in relationships is hard-wired
within us. Young people experiencing disconnection and instability
first need to feel connected and safe before they can begin to embark
on what is expected of them as they transition to adulthood. It is
imperative that we, as service providers, policymakers, and
stakeholders, do better to position youth to benefit from a life full of
connection.
We know that the adversity stemming from or leading to a youth’s
homeless experience has a lasting impact on their health,
relationships, emotional well-being, and ultimately, their economic
stability and mobility. We also know that youth are resilient beyond
measure, and a focus on relationships will augment the concrete
services available in many social service programs.
Service provision that focuses on relationships, intuitively known in
the field as relationally responsive services, is rooted in brain science,
therapeutic modalities, and trauma-informed care. It is often an
afterthought, but it should be the foundation of all youth services. The
journey to discovering these topics has been long for the YMCA of San
Diego County and not without challenges. We consistently adapt our
policies, hiring and supervision practices, and staff support of our
teams to fully embrace relationally responsive services.
This paper outlines the specific evidence that informs both the
relational approach to our work and policy recommendations while
also offering real, practical examples of how a youth-serving
organization can use the power of connection to move youth from a
place of chronic stress to one of fully realized potential.
Darla Bardine, Executive Director, National Network for Youth
Krysta Esquivel, Executive Director, YMCA of San Diego County, Youth &
Family Services

Youth homelessness is a serious national issue with
4.2 million young people 13 to 25 years old
experiencing homelessness each year1 while sleeping
in their cars, on a friend’s couch, on the street, or in
shelters. While each homeless experience is unique,
research has found that youth who endure certain
circumstances are more likely to experience
homelessness: youth without a high school diploma
or GED had a 346% higher risk of experiencing
homelessness compared to their peers who
graduated, unmarried parenting youth had a 200%
higher risk, youth identifying as LGBTQ+ had a 120%
higher risk, and African-American youth had an 83%
h i g h e r r i s k .2 A m o n g a f i v e - c o u n t y s u r v e y o f 2 1 5 y o u t h ,
35% experienced the death of a parent/caregiver or
other form of personal loss that led to a homeless
3
experience. Further research reveals that ongoing
family conflict, stemming from cycles of abuse,
addiction, or mental health issues, is the most
4
commonly mentioned pathway to homelessness.

THE IMPORTANCE OF DEVELOPMENTAL
RELATIONSHIPS
Disconnection creates barriers for youth and makes it
difficult for them to navigate the transition to
adulthood without the resources and relationships
necessary for stability. This reality is reinforced by
the 3.5 million young people between the ages of 18
and 24, and the 700,000 13 to 17 year olds, who
5
experience homelessness nationally. With nearly
50% of the chronically homeless population in Los
A n g e l e s6 a n d o v e r 4 0 % o f t h e c h r o n i c a l l y h o m e l e s s
population in Seattle7 reporting they first became
homeless at some point under the age of 25, youth
homelessness presents a critical opportunity to
prevent future instances of homelessness and
dramatically decrease chronic adult homelessness.

Patterns of instability, including family
conflict, multiple placements in the foster
care system, parental rejection, and
generational homelessness reduce the
likelihood that a young person will have
access to a sense of safety and support, such
8
as a stable home environment and emotional
well-being, that developmental relationships
provide during a critical period of
development.
A successful transition to adulthood requires
the ability to call upon self-regulation skills.
Self-regulation refers to the skills necessary
to manage and navigate life’s challenges using
optimal cognitive, behavioral, and emotional
processes. Developing self-regulation involves
b u f f e r i n g a n d c o - r e g u l a t i o n .9 B u f f e r i n g r e f e r s
to protection from environmental stressors,
such as housing and food instability. Coregulation is a responsive interaction between
a youth and a supportive adult that makes the
youth feel safe while alleviating overloaded
10
cognitive and emotional centers of the brain.
See Appendix A for an illustration of how
stress affects the young adult brain.

The process of providing
resources to reduce the
impact of life stressors on a
person’s psychological
well-being. Examples
include food, hygiene
supplies, and relationships,
among others.

Interpersonal behaviors
that have the ability to
calm a person in distress.
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Buffering from environmental stressors helps a
young person pivot from worrying about dayto-day survival to long-term goals like
increasing self-regulation skills which, like
literacy or a foreign language, can be learned
with practice. Co-regulation gives youth a
responsive relationship with a caregiver or
other supportive adult, allowing them to
practice skills free of judgment if they make
mistakes in navigating new or difficult
decisions. Developmental relationships are
often expected to take place within the family.
However, developmental relationships outside
the family can be a stabilizing factor that
support youth, particularly those who were
raised in family and/or community
e n v i r o n m e n t s o f r e s o u r c e a n d e m o t i o n11a l
scarcity, during periods of transition.
The ongoing struggle to secure safe and stable
housing, meaningful employment, and
connections to physical and emotional
resources causes the brain to overreact to
normal stressors. As a result, cognitive energy
is quickly depleted and maladaptive responses
prevail instead, making it difficult to connect
with others and persist at task-oriented actions
like applying for a job and achieving
educational goals. While the development of
self-regulation skills and abilities is complex
and occurs over time, it is responsive to
intervention and malleable, especially during
12
young adulthood when individuals experience
a stage of brain development second only to
13
early childhood.
Self-regulation, including impulse control and
distress tolerance, is central to social
interaction, and the importance of selfregulation in building strong social networks
cannot be overstated. Relationships, especially
healthy ones, require empathy, thoughtful
planning, and interpersonal skills that are
developed and maintained over time, and
developmental relationships are crucial for
14
positive psychological youth development,
attaining economic stability and career
15
mobility, and overall physical and mental well16 17 18
being.
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Maladaptive responses
Reactions to stressors which
tend to further complicate
rather than remove the
stressor. Many high-risk
behaviors like substance use
or challenging behavior
reactions can be viewed as
maladaptive.

Self-regulation
An individual’s ability to
monitor and modulate
emotions, thoughts, and
behaviors. Also known as
executive functioning,
willpower, or emotion
regulation.

DISTRESS TOLERANCE
The ability to tolerate
psychological stressors such
as intense negative feelings.

Developmental relationships promote
growth at the biological level, increasing
the likelihood that maladaptive responses
used in the past will be replaced with new,
healthy responses to stress, which
ultimately help youth succeed beyond social
programs and services. Access to such
relationships is often referred to as social
capital, broadly defined as “the set of
connections that ease a person’s way
through the world, providing support and
i n s p i r a t i o n a n d o p e n i n g d o o r s . ” 19 S o c i a l
capital increases the likelihood a network of
supportive individuals can replace reliance
on public assistance, yet under-resourced
youth need assistance to make this a reality.
A history of fractured families, disjointed
education pathways, scarce financial
resources, and overwhelming stress means
under-resourced youth are less likely than
their peers to achieve independence. To
keep these risk factors from becoming
predictive factors, youth must be able to
build their protective factors. In the face of
chronic disconnection and uncertainty,
social capital is a protective factor that can
unlock the door to independence and wellbeing.
Human beings are designed to be social and
connected, and regardless of the adversity
they faced growing up, all youth need
relationships to thrive and become
successful adults. Knowing that strong
support systems and responsive
relationships foster well-being has
significant implications for service providers
and stakeholders who are concerned with
improving outcomes for youth experiencing
homelessness. Service providers must
prioritize approaches that facilitate
buffering and connection to ensure a
youth’s homeless experience is brief, rare,
and non-recurring. Policymakers and
stakeholders, in turn, must direct strategic
investments toward programs,
interventions, and services that help youth
increase these critical internal assets.

Brain science, self-regulation, and
developmental relationships are
inextricably linked. Neuro-development
that has been hampered by trauma makes it
difficult for an individual to develop the
self-regulation skills necessary to function
well in school and at work. At the same
time, it impedes an individual's ability to
develop healthy coping skills and social
networks necessary to heal from trauma.
The following sections provide concrete,
scalable actions organizations and agencies
of any size can adopt to harness the power
of science and connection to improve
outcomes and prevent or end a youth’s
homeless experience.

Good policy drives effective practices, and
innovative approaches inform how policies
could or should be improved. Research and
practice show that improving your
organization's ability to apply a neuroinformed response will improve the
outcomes your organization is able to
achieve for youth at-risk-of or experiencing
homelessness.

This paper offers strategies that your
organization can utilize at both the direct
practice level and at the organizational
policies, procedures, and training level. We
recommend implementing changes at both
levels because organizational policies,
procedures, and trainings dictate how your
staff serves young people and which young
people they serve. Everyone at your agency
must embrace the proposed paradig m shift,
and this change is driven by changes in
policies and practices working
symbiotically.
In order for organizations to successfully
increase relational competencies among
both staff and youth clients, resources
must work concurrently to facilitate
changes at the policy and practice levels,
and specific strategies across the direct
service, organizational, and policy levels
are described in detail in t he sections that
follow.

Strategies at this level will help staff and
clients decrease stress and increase the
self-regulation skills that are necessary for
meaningful connection. The following
recommendations come from years of
learning through continuous quality
improvement activities, scholarly
literature, recommendations from young
people, and practice experience. Many

recommendations can be incorporated for
little or no cost to agencies of any size, with
minor adjustments to implement.
Agencies can select from the menu of
options that are most relevant for them to
give youth opportunities to increase their
relational skills and maintain social
connection in order to increase social
capital.

CLINICAL STAFF ON OUTREACH
TEAMS AND IN HOUSING
PROGRAMS
Youth with trauma have experienced
physiological stressors that result in
increased stress that is difficult to suppress.
Additionally, 31% of youth experiencing
h o m e l e s s n e s s h a v e m e n t a l h e a l t h d i a g n o s e s 20
that can go untreated for years. In order for
youth to set and achieve goals for wellbeing in all domains, they must have the
opportunity to experience positive mental
health functioning. Young people who are
unsheltered and come into contact with
Street Outreach teams are often in need of
mental health support or experience mental
health crises on the streets, yet many are
distrustful of systems and staff. While our
presence is helpful for some, for others, we
may increase stress and emotional pressure.
Including a clinical support professional, a
licensed therapist or intern therapist, during
outreach activities has the potential to
soothe a youth’s heightened systems,
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quickly de-escalating stressful situations and
using techniques such as joining, tracking,
eliciting, and reframing to offer nonjudgmental and safe human connection. Such
therapeutic techniques can increase the
impact of brief encounters characteristic of
street outreach and, over time, have the
potential to develop staff-youth
relationships that increase engagement in
other supportive services.
Clinical staff are also invaluable in housing
and shelter programs, supporting housing
staff in objectively thinking about the youth
and their circumstances, engaging in
appropriate interactions and activities, and
helping uncover a youth’s motivation to
direct goal-oriented behavior. Additionally,
clinical staff have the opportunity to engage
in more casual interactions with program
participants, which highlights the humanity of
therapists and removes the stigma of clinical
services. Even youth with health insurance
find it difficult to access mental health
services in a timely manner, so partnering
with clinical staff in housing programs allows
youth to easily access services with highly
trained clinicians who are well-versed in
trauma-focused services, stress reduction
techniques, and self-regulation skill
development. Clinical team members should
be culturally responsive and embody the
qualities necessary to connect with and be
considered a partner to youth.

JOINING
The initial attempt to
bond/build connection which
increases a client’s confidence
in the helping process and
reduces reluctance or fear.

TRACKING
Responses that convey a
therapist’s observations, such as
“I can tell that you put a lot of
effort into cleaning your
apartment” or “I can tell your
sister’s comment really upset
you.”

ELICITING
Verbal or non-verbal responses that
aim to draw out additional
information.

REFRAMING
Seeing a situation from a new or
alternative perspective that is more
positive in its orientation.
Strengths-based language is an
example.

Making It Happen: Leveraging multiple contracts or funding sources is one option to retain
clinician staff. If your organization has several funding sources, a clinical staff’s salary
can be spread among those sources to serve and support your continuum of services. In some
cases, federal funds are limited and may not be used to support clinical services, so
private funding may be useful. In Pennsylvania, a youth service provider, Valley Youth
House, has been able to support clinical work by seeking private foundation funding in
order to provide such services. Another approach includes the addition of intern therapists
who are working toward licensure under the supervision of a licensed therapist. Many
intern therapists are less costly than licensed therapists and, depending on the area, may
even volunteer their services in exchange for supervised hours. Connecting with a local
university or educational institution that trains clinicians is a reasonable place to start
exploring this option.
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PEER-TO-PEER APPROACH
Peers influence the development of
adolescents and young adults, and
the trend continues with youth
experiencing homelessness. Research
from Chapin Hall at the University of
Chicago recently found that youth
experiencing homelessness primarily
turn to their peers to access formal
resources such as shelter, food,
e m p l o y m e n t , a n d h o u s i n g .21
Organizations can capitalize on this
level of peer support by hiring and
training youth with lived
homelessness experience to fill
important roles among case
management, navigation, and
outreach staff. These youth can
relate to participants in a way that
most staff cannot, building rapport
and trust more quickly and offering a
sense of belonging.
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TRAUMA-INFORMED
CARE APPROACH
Trauma-informed
approaches have long been
recommended for all levels
of staff at any youth-serving
organization. It is important
to think through how
trauma-informed care is
consistently reinforced
through regular training
opportunities, policies at
the mezzo and macro levels,
and through supervision
practices and activities.

BUFFERING AND COREGULATION WITH STAFF
Buffering and co-regulation,
discussed in more detail on
page 2, are necessary to
develop and implement
optimal self-regulation.
Providing basic needs, such
as food, housing,
transportation, or child
care, buffers youth from
environmental barriers and
reduces stress. Staff who
apply their internal
regulation skills are
employing co-regulation to
show up as a reliable, selfaware ally in a youth’s
journey. For youth
experiencing homelessness,
a history of disconnection
may mean that staff provide
a rare opportunity for
bonding. This relationship
may be one of the few that a
youth can call upon to
reduce stress and facilitate
the development of higher
cognitive and emotional
regulation skills. These
concepts are rooted in years
of theoretical research and
can easily be translated into
practice using the CAAVE
approach that combines
Compassion, Awareness,
Acceptance, Validation, and
Empowerment (CAAVE) in
youth services.

What can you do to be trauma-informed:
Review agency policies to ensure they are not
retraumatizing to young people. For example, reviewing
intake procedures and the necessity of certain questions
that may trigger clients. Being trauma-informed may
involve abandoning long-term practices that actually
cause more harm to the young people you are serving.
Avoid punitive consequences as related to the rules and
expectations of program participation. Rules are based on
the need for safety in programs, while expectations are
guiding principles enacted by a program. The consequences
for not following the rules or expectations need to be
evaluated to reduce the likelihood youth are exposed to
additional stressors associated with punishment.

Making it Happen: The YMCA developed a training and
accompanying manual to help organizations and staff
understand the qualities necessary to best serve youth.
Compassion, Awareness, Acceptance, Validation, and
Empowerment
(CAAVE)
were
identified
through
a
demonstration project as being the most essential qualities
staff must embody to best engage with and serve youth
experiencing trauma and disconnection.

Field Notes: “These days, it’s easier for me to notice the
rare instances when the CAAVE approach isn’t being used. I
recently worked with a case manager who had trouble
getting a participant in our housing program to clean their
room. During a regular cleanliness check, the case
manager expressed noticeable disappointment in the
situation, telling me they were frustrated by all the
undone laundry in the youth’s room and that they felt
slighted when the youth failed to make eye contact. I had
to step in and course-correct, reminding the case manager
that a CAAVE-driven interaction would account for the
fact that the youth may have never learned how to do
laundry and that avoiding eye contact was a normal
response when we’re experiencing negative emotions. This
shift in thinking keeps staff from feeling burned out while
increasing their ability to connect with participants and
achieve better outcomes.” -- Kristina Halmai, Clinical
Innovation Consultant, YMCA of San Diego County
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FAMILY FINDING AND REUNIFICATION
APPROACH
Prevention and diversion from a homeless
experience should include Family Finding and
reunification interventions for youth, where
safe and appropriate. Youth frequently cite
chronic family conflict as a leading cause of a
homeless experience, so interventions that
engage family members in developing healthy
interactions with youth, when safe and
appropriate, can p revent a homeless experience.
Additionally, Family Finding approaches, long
used in the Child Welfare System, may be
another strategy to identify other supportive
adults that wish to support a young person
experiencing instability. More information on
family finding and reunification are included in
Appendix C.

SELF-REGULATION DEVELOPMENT
APPROACHES
Developing self-regulation skills can increase
protective factors that give youth the tools to
respond to adversity and stressful situations.
The ability to regulate thoughts, emotions, and
behavior lays the foundation of functioning well
in diverse and complex settings, such as in the
workplace and in social networks. Selfregulation skills also reduce the chances a young
person will attempt to alleviate stressors using
high-risk behaviors like substance mis use. Selfregulation, like literacy and other skills that
increase with practice, is extremely responsive
to intervention, and interventions based on
stress reduction and stress tolerance can help
increase self-regulation skill development.

MEZZO: ORGANIZATIONAL
STRATEGIES

Implementing any direct-service strategies
explained above will require training all
staff, from finance staff to office
administrators to all direct service staff, to
incorporate the strategies into their dayto-day work. Some of the recommendations
are associated with relationally responsive
service provision, a practice rooted in
connection. Connection refers to the
form ation and dynamics of interpersonal
relationships, driven by how an individual
responds to their environment and/or the
emotions of others. The YMCA has adopted
this approach in all youth-serving programs
and spaces to ensure that staff and clients
can practice developing skills in a safe and
supportive environment. Relationally
responsive service provision also includes a
focus on physical spaces; they sh ould be
clean, uncluttered, and dignified.
Additionally, staff are trained extensively
in several modalities and approaches that
emphasize healthy connection, selfregulation, relationships, co-regulation,
and buffering to reduce stress among
clients and capitalize on engagement
opportunities.

MIRROR ADOPTION OF TRAUMAINFORMED CARE PRINCIPLES
(SHORT-TERM STRATEGY)
Building a relationally responsive
environment requires staff at all levels of
the organization understand the
importance of connection. Providing
consistent training and learning
opportunities for all staff to learn and
practice relationally responsive services,
including co-regulation, buffering, and a
focus on self-regulation, will benefit youth
who are already overloaded with toxic
stress. When staff realize that they are

responsible for co-regulation, their ability
to facilitate healthy connections, rather
than frustrate the process, will increase.
Compassion and validation are simple, costfree practices that will reduce stress for
staff and youth alike.
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INCORPORATE INTO ADMINISTRATIVE/
REGULATORY POLICIES (MEDIUM-TERM
STRATEGY)
Policies at the organizational level should
clearly articulate the expectations of
relationally responsive service provision for
staff and leadership. Leadership positions
should leverage the influence of their
positions to set the cultural tone of the
workplace, explicitly setting clear
expectations and modeling the practices
expected of staff at every level. In turn,
direct managers reinforce the tone through
supervision practices and interpersonal
interactions with their staff. Organizations
can start communicating the importance of
relationships during the hiring process by
using questions to identify candidates who
share that vision and reinforcing that
message with an intentional onboarding
process. Sample policies and language are
available in Appendix B.

INFUSE INTO ORGANIZATIONAL
CULTURE (LONG-TERM STRATEGY)
Organizational values should reflect the
collective desire to create and maintain
relationally responsive environments for all
clients. Agency-wide adoption of traumainformed care, CAAVE, and other
foundational approaches supplies the
language and practices that can be included
in performance appraisals, employee
recognition and awards, and supervision
activities. Leadership should conduct
themselves in a way that mirrors the way
clients should be treated, making time to
connect with their staff teams and help coregulate and buffer stressors for their
teams. Staff should be held accountable for
their role in engaging youth in a meaningful
way, ensuring that the relationship is of
utmost importance. Assessing additional
client outcomes focused on relationship
development can also articulate the
importance of such an approach.
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Making It Happen: The YMCA takes pride in
cultivating
a
relationally
driven
workplace among staff and between
staff and participants. New employees
receive an onboarding manual that
outlines the relationally driven ideology
of the workplace and are encouraged to
shadow staff from different programs to
build their toolbox of techniques for
connection-based
direct
service
provision. Workplace peers coach them on
communicating with participants in a way
that embodies CAAVE, imparts dignity, and
builds connection between staff and
youth. Supervisors follow a fidelity
checklist to ensure the onboarding
process remains consistent and continue
to
practice
scenarios
throughout
employment to identify challenges and
coach techniques for relationally
responsive service provision.

MACRO: POLICY
FEDERAL LEVELS

RECOMMENDATIONS

AT

LOCAL,

STATE

AND

Widespread adoption of relationally focused services will pay dividends as communities
realize the benefits and impact of relationships on outcomes for youth. Systems can
reinforce the importance of this concept by:

1

2

3

Recent research allows policymakers and social service agencies to benefit from increased
knowledge about using relationships to heal from trauma while simultaneously expanding
their understanding of the challenges impacting youth facing housing instability. This
powerful combination is an inflection point that allows entities to apply theoretical
findings to infuse direct services and focus on conne ction and relationships for youth who
have experienced trauma that led to or resulted from a homeless experience. The approach
can be scaled across levels in the following ways:
Direct service level: adopting specific practices that reduce client stress, foster
soothing environments, and build staff capacity to focus on relationally focused service
provision.
Organizational level: establishing clear expectations and organizational policies that
emphasize the importance of trauma-informed service and relationships among all staff.
Policy level: requiring service providers to adopt relationally focused activities and
providing the funding and support to facilitate that work.
Applying this lens to the micro, mezzo, and macro levels breathes new life into the fields
of social service and policy to catalyze solutions that strengthen our community as a
whole.
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Click on the graphic below for more information on the impact of stress on
the young adult brain, as explained by the UNICEF Office of Research.

Click here for sample onboarding language your organization can use to
emphasize the importance of relationally responsive services.

The National Institute for Permanent Family Connectedness has resources
available for those interested in learning more about Family Finding:
www.familyfinding.org/index.html
www.familyfinding.org/resourcesandpublications.html

